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dear friend, only the gods can never age,


the gods can never die. All else in the world


almighty Time obliterates, crushes all


to nothing. The earth’s strength wastes away,


the strength of a man’s body wastes and dies—


faith dies, and bad faith comes to life,


and the same wind of friendship cannot blow forever,


holding steady and strong between two friends,


much less between two cities.


For some of us soon, for others later,


joy turns to hate and back again to love.


Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus
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SISTER



Prostrate on his gilded bed, the Piper clung stubbornly to life. The room was dim; the curtains had been drawn throughout the king’s illness, and incense had laid the walls thick with grime. Hermaphrodites, breasts and cock unshorn, pined for goat-legged Pan with smoke-blackened eyes. The other paintings—the satyrs drinking and dancing about Dionysus on his jaunty leopard—appeared grotesque, out of place. They no longer belonged here, in this darkened room, this shrine to a shrunken, dying king.


Neither did she. But just as Cleopatra couldn’t tear herself away from this vigil, Arsinoe felt compelled to join in the obsession. As though her presence might tug the madness from her sister’s mind, banish the moping changeling who slunk about in Cleopatra’s form. Scant months ago, her sister had been the toast of the Alexandrian court, impressing bureaucrats with her knowledge of the Nile’s whims and charming ambassadors with witticisms in their native tongues. But now, when Egypt needed her most of all, Cleopatra had retreated from public view. Instead, she huddled here beside their father’s bed, her dark curls wreathed by her white diadem. And, dutifully, Arsinoe knelt at her side.


Before this shadow of a king, Arsinoe felt ashamed of her old fears. Four years ago, she’d quaked as her father’s armies surrounded Alexandria. She’d been eleven then, and everything had frightened her in those girlhood days: first when her sister Berenice’s coup sent the Piper mewling to Rome, and then when Rome’s legions brought him back. On his return, Arsinoe fled the palace and disappeared among the street children, hiding from her father’s wrath. Dragged back to court, she watched as the Piper ordered his eldest daughter’s execution. As he laughed at Berenice’s head flopping onto the stone and spat into her empty eye. Fitting, now, that he would join that daughter in death. His ka would pass from his body and cross into the next world, where the gods would judge him on these deeds. Perhaps they would look upon him more kindly than did Arsinoe.


The husk before her fluttered and wheezed: the New Dionysus cut down by plebian mortality. Perhaps long ago, when Alexander the Conqueror’s blood ran thick through her ancestors’ veins, it had been enough to be a Ptolemy, but no more.


With a groan, the man craned his neck. His eyes squinted with determination. His fingers seized and twitched, reached out, past her, to take hold of Cleopatra’s hands.


“My dear,” he murmured.


Arsinoe’s fists tightened at her sides. But, no, this closeness between her father and her sister could not hurt her anymore. She would look on, a stranger indifferent to their bond.


As though he’d heard her thoughts, the king glanced at her, his eyes bright and strangely merry in his sunken face. No matter how the rest of his body strained and atrophied, those eyes belonged to a much younger man. She lifted the corners of her mouth: a small kindness. Her father was dying; she could afford to be generous. To her surprise, he smiled back—grimaced, more; lips straining toward his hollow cheeks—but she recognized the intent. His fingers tugged at the air to draw her in. She couldn’t believe it—it wasn’t possible, not after the years of slights. But there it was again, that clawing gesture, reeling her in.


Arsinoe leaned forward and reached her hand across the bed. Perhaps she’d been too stubborn all this time, refusing evidence of her father’s love. As Cleopatra so often reminded her: the Piper couldn’t have known what would befall him and Cleopatra in Rome, just as he never could have guessed what awaited Arsinoe in Alexandria. And so he’d done what kings and gamblers do: he’d split his odds, leaving one daughter and taking the other. Chance, not callousness, had left her, Arsinoe, behind.


Her father coughed, an angry racking of his ribs. She moved to take his hand, but Cleopatra’s was already there.


“Leave us, my sweet,” her sister whispered. Her tone was gentle, ever apologetic for the Piper’s partiality. The pity smarted on Arsinoe’s ears.


Her father twitched his fingers again. The movement didn’t beckon—she saw that now—it dismissed. A smile, a look, a turn of a wrist—none of it could wipe away the past. He was a dying man, of no use to anyone. She wouldn’t—didn’t—ache for gestures of love and mercy. As she stalked from his sickroom, she smashed her fist against the ebony doorjamb.


Back in her chambers, Arsinoe stretched on her divan and marveled at her strange quandary. After her days among the urchins, she’d returned half wild to the court, clinging quietly to the name she’d adopted in the alleyways: Osteodora, the bone bearer. Only Cleopatra had had patience for her then. Her sister had coddled and humored her, no matter how hard Arsinoe had pulled away. Now the ledgers had reversed: Cleopatra needed Arsinoe’s protection. Distracted by their father’s illness, her sister was blind to the men jockeying to position their brother as the Piper’s heir.


Shouts echoed up from the courtyard, and Arsinoe went to her window to see the cause of the commotion. Across the garden, a horde of Romans had gathered outside her brother’s chambers. Her stomach still turned at the sight of these men, though she’d grown accustomed to their presence. In the months after her father’s restoration, she’d watched as foreign galleys descended on Alexandria, carrying off the city’s grain and gold. That, she’d realized, was the price their father had agreed upon to buy back his throne: ten thousand talents to the Roman general Aulus Gabinius and an unrelenting supply of wheat to the insatiable Republic. The ships had brought a fleet of rats as well as soldiers, sinewy creatures who’d taken up eager residence in the kitchens. The rats at least were easier to get rid of.


A hefty man in a crimson cloak addressed the interlopers. When Arsinoe squinted, she recognized him as her brother’s rhetoric tutor, Theodotus, his elephant ears betraying him even at this distance. She studied his lips, and slowly, she managed to work out his words.


“Like his father, Ptolemy recognizes your sacrifices. He knows that without your aid, our city would not have arrived at peace. In recognition of your loyalty, he has ordered that you each receive another five plethra of farmland.”


The Romans roared, full-throated and in their mother tongue: “Ptolemeus rex. Ptolemeus qui rex erit.”


Ptolemy the king. Ptolemy who will be king. The legions loved her brother, and with reason. Every day more fields spilled into Roman hands, all in the name of young Ptolemy’s generosity. Theodotus was no fool—he knew rich swaths of land would bind Gabinius’s erstwhile officers to his charge over Cleopatra. The soldiers distrusted her sister for what she was: an Eastern woman with an eye for rule. Hadn’t they already deposed one of those? In Rome, Cleopatra had told her once, slack-jawed with shock, women are chattel, no more and often less. Or as Arsinoe had heard more than one centurion sneer after Berenice’s death, In Rome, women know their place.


The sun’s last glimmers had drained from the bruised sky by the time Arsinoe heard her sister creeping up the stairs. Quickly, she wrapped her woolen mantle about her shoulders and skirted out onto the balcony that joined their two sets of rooms. For hours she’d waited, knitting together an argument to convince her sister that she must rejoin the world of the living: Cleopatra needed to acknowledge their brother as a threat. But when she caught sight of her sister—head bowed, eyes red with tears—all her carefully plotted points evaporated.


“Clea.” Arsinoe grasped her sister’s hands. “What’s wrong?”


“What’s wrong?” Cleopatra jerked her hands away with an almost maniacal laugh. “‘What’s wrong,’ she asks. Our father is dying.”


The words cut as intended. “I know,” Arsinoe said, firming her resolve, “but you must—”


Her sister pushed past her, prying open the door to her own chambers. Dumbly, Arsinoe followed. Cleopatra collapsed on the first divan in sight, sending Ariadne, the tiger-striped cat she kept, spinning off in mewling protest. The creature didn’t run far; she turned back to stare at her weeping mistress, her eyes a pair of unblinking emerald saucers. Tears poured in great rivulets down Cleopatra’s cheeks.


“My sweet.” Arsinoe knelt at her sister’s side. She tried to summon sympathy—but her gentleness had been spent. The image of the courtyard, overrun with Romans, remained fixed in her mind. She could still hear their shouts: Ptolemy who will be king. How much longer, she wondered, would it be before Theodotus dispensed with niceties and set her brother firmly on the throne? “My sweet, tomorrow, promise me you’ll come to the atrium. The guards, the bureaucrats—they, too, are suffering. Your brave face would give them courage.”


Cleopatra snickered again, a cruel echo of her former self, the one who’d always been ready with a smile and a jape. “Why? They see your brave face often enough. Look at you. Untouched and unburdened. Your eyes and cheeks as bright as ever. As though our father wasn’t dying.”


“Th-that’s not fair.” Arsinoe stammered over the paltry words. What else could she say? She couldn’t lie to Cleopatra, and she didn’t dare speak the truth. Her sister clung to this adoration of their father; it was the last indulgence of their childhood, and Arsinoe wouldn’t spoil it—not unless she had no other choice. “Someone has to keep an eye on the goings-on at court.”


“That’s what Father has advisors for.”


“Yes, but you know what those advisors are doing: they’re propping up our brother. Every day you spend tucked away in our father’s chambers, Theodotus and Pothinus and all the rest are trotting out that boy as their new king.”


“Ptolemy is a child, Arsinoe. Barely out of changing clothes.”


Her sister’s blind spots astonished her. Cleopatra was a quick study, able to divine the backstory of each passing diplomat, every official tallying the crops of the Upper Lands. And yet when it came to their brothers, she lacked all sense of proportion. She’d never paid either much mind, never remembered which tutor was assigned to whom; she’d never had to. The favorite, she had been whisked away too often by their father on some adventure. Arsinoe, on the other hand, had long years of observing behind her. She knew what sort of men backed her brother; she knew how desperately they would clamor for their protégé, no matter how unworthy. Ptolemy might be a boy, but one day he’d grow into a man.


Arsinoe tried once more. “It isn’t just Ptolemy you need to worry about. It’s his councilors—”


“Trust me to handle a boy and a few thumb twiddlers. I am Father’s co-ruler; I am already queen. My name alone appears on the will that Father entrusted to the Sibylline Virgins. You worry too much.”


“One of us must.”


“I worry plenty for the both of us. But I also made a promise to our father. He is dying, Arsinoe, and he is frightened. I won’t”—and here her sister’s voice trembled—“I won’t let him die alone.”


A specter of impotence stretched before Arsinoe: Cleopatra locked up in the royal chambers as weeks became months. Who knew how long the king might teeter between life and death? A cruel thought flickered in her mind. If Cleopatra didn’t wish to leave the Piper’s side until he faded into the next world, perhaps it would be better to quicken his passing.


The idea—unnatural, despicable—riled her. Desperate to push it from her mind, she cast about for a distraction, scouring the walls and corners of the room, all ringed with the dancing nymphs and piping satyrs their father so dearly loved. Here and there, Cleopatra’s tastes crept in: a woven map of Alexander’s conquered kingdoms; a terracotta vase depicting Medea in her dragon-drawn chariot; a delicately carved statuette of the goddess Isis cradling her infant son.


“Arsinoe.” Her sister’s voice cut soft and sad. “Dear one, I know it hasn’t been easy for you.”


Cleopatra slid her calves over the edge of the divan and lowered herself to join Arsinoe on the floor. A whiff of Cleopatra’s familiar scent—rose tangled with lilacs. As they sat back to back, spines fused as one, Arsinoe felt she might conquer the world. Turn the Romans out and put an end to all her house’s shameful indiscretions. The past could be cleansed. Her father’s decline was proof of that.


The world sharpened: omens stiffening to fact. The king would die; the only question was when. Visions had haunted her, ever since she was a little girl, and now, each night, it was her father’s corpse she came upon in her sleep, stiff and empty eyed. Perhaps, at last, she should embrace her dreams as portents—commands, even. If the gods were determined to make her the harbinger of someone’s doom, why not her father’s? He had abandoned her; he would ruin Cleopatra. With each fleeting hour of the Piper’s decline another advisor pinned his hopes on her brother. The king’s sickness was a plague on every one of them.


“Theodotus grows bold. Today he handed out new leases of land in the Marshes, reminding the Romans that the king’s son recalls their service to the crown. Ptolemy may not frighten you now, but his advisors should. They will fight to secure his throne; they’d rather have a malleable boy in whose name they might rule than a sovereign queen.”


Arsinoe felt Cleopatra’s back tense against her own, but she knew she must press onward. The time had ripened; another moment and it would spoil. And who was to say what their father wanted? He might well embrace death as a blessing, an end to his painful, grating breaths. A darker drive spurred her on as well; she wanted to test her sister’s love. It couldn’t be as pure as it appeared.


“Our father is suffering, and Egypt too,” Arsinoe continued. Her innards tightened. “Perhaps the time has come to hasten...” Her voice caught in her throat. What sort of twisted daughter was she?


Cleopatra shifted away, nearly toppling Arsinoe to the floor, and stared at her with ugly, jagged eyes. As though she was recognizing for the first time the loathing that lurked in Arsinoe’s heart.


“And what do you suggest?” Cleopatra spat. “What do you mean by that?”


“I meant nothing,” Arsinoe lied. I meant that we might kill him, you and I. Did she have the stomach for murder? For patricide? There’d been that boy in the streets of Alexandria, on the eve of her father’s return. Her first night outside the palace, she’d hidden in the catacombs. The boy had cornered her, and something had snapped inside her. She’d grabbed the only weapon in reach: a bone. She could still hear its crack against his skull, still see his body slumped on the ground. But that had been Osteodora’s doing, not Arsinoe’s.


“No, you meant a great deal by it.” Her sister’s tone was flat, merciless. “Perhaps the time has come to hasten...”


“I didn’t—I couldn’t—I’d never dream—” Arsinoe stuttered through these lies. She had dreamt of it; she’d dreamt of so many deaths over the years. Some had come to pass, and some had not—though, she thought wryly, sooner or later they all would. Everyone died, even Ptolemies.


“I know that you have suffered, but let the past remain the past. Surely somewhere in your heart you might find some tenderness for our father...” Cleopatra’s voice, melancholy, drifted off, as though what saddened her most was that Arsinoe hadn’t shared in the Piper’s love. Arsinoe bristled. She didn’t want her sister’s charity.


“My tenderness extends beyond our father, Cleopatra, to all of Egypt, to this whole troubled kingdom that one day soon you must rule. A weak king...” She stopped herself. She wasn’t heartless.


“A weak king reaps a weak kingdom,” Cleopatra completed the axiom. “But only fools rely on foolish adages. There will be time for us to right his wrongs. He’s tried, and for now that must be enough. He does love you, Arsinoe.”


Hollow words.


She shrugged Cleopatra’s hand from her shoulder. “His love doesn’t change anything. Not for me, and not for Egypt.”


That night, Arsinoe’s dreams were dark and deranged. The city burned; a vulture, she flew among the flames. She circled lower in her flight to feast upon the corpses. They were but ash and bone, burnt offerings to the gods. Hunger pierced her, and she tried to flee the haunted city, to seek out fish and game along the Nile. But every time she reached the southern gates, the wind turned her; the sky became a labyrinth, a winding maze with no escape. She woke sweating, panicked. A special realm was reserved among the damned for those who killed their kin. What she needed was to blot such thoughts from her head. For the first time in ages, she found herself looking forward to her morning lesson with Ganymedes: at least it might provide some respite from her troubled mind.


But there, too, she was wrong. Amid the sturdy pillars of the library, breathing in the scent of cypress rising off the freshly polished desks, Arsinoe found no solace. Euripides shrieked accusations from the page as she read about Electra’s warped tale of matricide, how Agamemnon’s daughter was drawn to take revenge upon her mother for her father’s murder. Four words ran before her eyes, over and over again. Electra the wretched prays, Electra the wretched prays, Electra the wretched prays...


“Arsinoe,” her eunuch snapped. “Have you even begun preparing for this exercise?”


“Electra the wretched...” Unwitting, she’d recited the words aloud.


The eunuch cleared his throat. “An original speech, Arsinoe. I should hope we were long past the stage where I must test your ability to read.” Ganymedes scratched at one of his bushy, graying eyebrows. “I’ve taught ten-year-olds who listen better. You were one of them.”


Her anger frayed and snapped. How she had listened. She’d always listened. For years she’d soaked in the eunuch’s rules, and what good had it done her? Despite his machinations to keep Arsinoe alive throughout Berenice’s rule, he hadn’t known how to protect her upon the Piper’s return. Instead, he’d abandoned her in the agora and hoped that she would—somehow—survive.


“My father’s dying, Ganymedes,” she hissed. “I should be at his side, as Cleopatra is. But instead I’m here reading about deaths from another age.”


The eunuch studied her with narrowed eyes. “You are too old, Arsinoe, for me to have to explain the differences between yourself and Cleopatra. Your father demands your sister’s presence; he demands I teach you to the best of my ability. When the day comes that I am released from this duty, you can pass your time howsoever you please.”


There was no point, she realized, in arguing. Did she really want to spend another morning by her father’s bed? Watching as he clutched Cleopatra’s hand, wincing as he spurned her own? And so Arsinoe squinted at the page and tried to force the swimming letters to still. Electra the wretched prays; year after year her father’s blood cries from the ground; but no god hears.


Her eyes burned. She couldn’t read this, not today, and no more could she speak words in Electra’s defense. After all, their crimes—Electra’s real, hers imagined—were too near. Did Ganymedes suspect her? Why else would he have chosen this particular passage on this particular day? But I’ve done nothing; we merely spoke...


“What wretched sights have cursed my eyes!” The howl of some common woman: a barefoot peasant in rough-spun grays wandered about the reading room, weaving demented circles around the scholars’ desks. She must have slipped by the guards. “A weak ruler and a weakened land, a pair of Romans ripping apart both land and sea, Egypt come to ruin, drowning and aflame.”


Wild-eyed, this rogue prophetess launched herself onto a bench. It wobbled beneath her weight but held. The nearest scholar, a squat, bearded man, furled his scroll and hurried off as though her rages were contagious. The creature hoisted her skirts and, with surprising grace, hopped onto the writing table. Hands tearing at her hair, she cried, “Apollo, lord of light, healer of Delos, guard of the hunt, have pity on your priestess! Let these men, these learned men, hear and heed your warnings!”


Two guards emerged, spiders from the woodwork. But the seer paid them no mind. Arsinoe pitied this creature; they shared the same curse of foresight. Run, she mouthed, though she knew the woman couldn’t hear her. Run and hide, for they will find you and they will seize you and they will kill you.


“Many have already fallen to the Republic that blights our land, to the wolf who nurses traitors at her teat, to the eagle screeching across the sea. And many more shall fall. When a king falls ill, his kingdom falls ill with him. And when the king lingers so long near death—”


Already the soldiers were upon her, toppling chairs as they dragged her from the table. But they couldn’t silence her shrieks. And the shrieks, Arsinoe knew, were where her power lay.


“The city burns to the ground, under the warped guidance of an old and dying man! Blood, the blood of babes. Set upon by the Furies, women devour their own young—Oh, Apollo! This is too much to bear—”


A hand sealed the woman’s mouth. She flailed and bit like a netted stag. Arsinoe found herself mesmerized by the spectacle; she could not avert her gaze. But she was the only one staring. The scholars busied themselves with their scrolls, looking in any direction save at the woman screaming in their midst. Even the one who’d dashed off in fright had already righted his overturned chair and resumed his study.


“I thought curiosity fitting for learned men,” she whispered to Ganymedes. “But these ones barely bat an eye when a prophet spits fire in their faces.”


“Perhaps you’ll learn something from their focus.” The eunuch’s tone was severe, but she detected the double meaning in his words. The liveliest facet of a room was rarely the most informative. Her eyes fixed first on the squat man at the cursed table; she could not make out his notes precisely, but they were of a different character than the ones that had come before. He’d been sketching lines and angles and equations, but now he scrawled row upon row of words. She caught a phrase—the blood of babes—among them. His disinterest was feigned. The silence marked not ennui but rapt attention.


A fist thudded on the door. Arsinoe rushed to open it: in the darkened antechamber, her sister looked a fearsome vision. Her hair wild and loose, she might have passed for the morning’s prophetess.


“Were you there when it happened?” Cleopatra whispered. Beyond, on the divan in the antechamber, Arsinoe saw her maid lying too still for slumber. She hurried Cleopatra into her room.


“Was I where?”


“In the library, when the soothsayer snuck in from the streets.” Moonlight from the window cast Cleopatra in a ghostly haze.


“I was,” Arsinoe answered slowly. “I was studying with Ganymedes. What difference does it make?”


“Did you believe her words?”


“Which ones?” Arsinoe forced a laugh, lightness to counter Cleopatra’s gravity. “That the city shall burn? Or that women will eat their babes?” Her own dream flickered before her eyes. There, too, Alexandria had been consumed by flame.


“Be serious.”


“Why? You surely aren’t. You don’t even believe in seers.” Her nerves grew taut.


“It doesn’t matter what I believe. The whole city is buzzing over her predictions. And Father does nothing. He won’t listen to me when I tell him that he must.” All at once, Cleopatra’s toughness faded, and a petulant child stood in her place.


“But what can he do?” Arsinoe asked softly. “He’s too ill to even leave his chambers.”


“We must find a way.”


“A way to what?” she echoed, though she knew what Cleopatra had in mind, the idea she herself had planted there.


“Don’t play the fool.” Cleopatra’s eyes, wide and desperate, bored into hers. Arsinoe looked away—she couldn’t bear to see the horror she had wrought.


“Fine,” her sister went on coldly. “Must I spell it out for you? You were right. It’s a dangerous time. Dangerous for all of us. Rome rises each day with a hunger. A weak ruler won’t survive, especially not once the people lose faith in him.”


Her own words flung back to haunt her. Cleopatra, father-loving Cleopatra...even her devotion could be spoiled. Arsinoe felt a great cavern open in her chest. The dark and damaged part of her soul had longed for this cleaving, this shaking free of their father’s yoke. To place Cleopatra on the throne, to forget the man who’d allied himself with Rome and murdered Berenice. To bury him.


“There is...” Her voice trailed off, and she swallowed. Now, she knew, she must be brave. “You know the way as well as I.”


“I want you to say it.” Not a request but a command.


“What is it that you drip each morning into his wine?” Arsinoe’s voice sounded a thousand stades away.


“Opium to thin the blood and dull the pain.”


“And doesn’t his doctor sometimes prescribe another drug?” She recalled the physician crushing leaves with a pestle, the bitter stench of poison stinging her nose. “A drug that soothes his limbs?”


“Yes, he does. Father says he feels almost well enough to rise after he has a sprinkle of hemlock.” Cleopatra held her gaze.


“It’s a delicate plant, hemlock. You must be very careful with the dose.”


“I always am.”


“For if your hand should slip...”


Cleopatra’s eyes fell to her feet. Silence spun out between them. Even as they danced about an understanding, Arsinoe felt her sister’s disgust congealing into hate. If they sinned in this together, would that loathing ever fade? Arsinoe broke: “I didn’t mean—the things I said—”


Her sister stared at her: Delicate eyes sharpened with a newfound strength. A firmness of resolve. “The things you said were right. It should be done at once.”


Arsinoe dug her fingernails into her wrists to keep from weeping. Her heart ached for Cleopatra, the glory of her father. Cleopatra, whose very name spoke to their differences in the king’s eyes.


“I—I could prepare his medicine some nights,” Arsinoe said quietly. “You take too much upon yourself...You need your rest.”


Cleopatra stepped forward and embraced Arsinoe. “No, my dear,” her sister whispered, “I must do this. I alone.”


By the time Arsinoe put out her lamps and curled into bed, she had begun to wonder if it had all been some twisted dream. Had Cleopatra truly spoken to her of murder? Or had some evil shadow taken on her sister’s aspect, a god-sent vision to warn her of the horrors to come? Or perhaps Cleopatra had merely meant to tease her, to make some great joke of the strangeness that had passed between them. Perhaps, in the morning, her sister would laugh. You believed me, I know you did, Arsinoe! As she had when they were young. And yet—she’d seen something sinister in her sister’s gaze...


Arsinoe shut her eyes and pushed away her foolish thoughts. That was the child in her, the one who imagined every corner was full of portents. Ganymedes always told her she should fix her mind instead on the unyielding world, the steady pulse of day-lit truth. And so she would.
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BROTHER



Sprawled on the grass, Ptolemy reveled in his freedom. New duties had piled up during his father’s illness: aside from lessons, he had to hold long, dull audiences with noblemen and bureaucrats. And whenever a spare moment fell to him, his eunuch, Pothinus, would appear and make him sit vigil at the king’s bed. This afternoon, though, stretched empty: hours to squander with his friends. At his left, Kyrillos lay winded, cackling and panting to catch his breath. Some paces away stood Ariston, a gold-plated discus in his hand.


Ariston was the oldest of their trio—already twelve before Ptolemy had yet turned eleven—and he looked it too. The boy had spent the flood months on his father’s estate in the Upper Lands, and he must have grown half a cubit there. Maybe more. And thick hairs had sprouted along his arms and legs. After their race, Ariston had kept running, his long strides on display. And now he was showing off again: cradling the discus in the crook of his arm. As he drew it back, his triceps flexed like an Olympian’s.


Ptolemy flinched when he thought about his own limbs, scrawny and boyish. The body of a child, not a king. A king was broad shouldered and taut with muscles, strong enough to fling a spear through a man’s heart. At the very least, he should be able to toss a discus. The saucer sailed onward: five, fifteen, thirty strides before it fell.


“Brilliant,” Kyrillos gushed.


“You should get that before someone else snatches it,” Ptolemy sniped.


Ariston’s face tightened before he raced off to retrieve the discus. How he loved that stupid toy.


“Don’t encourage him,” Ptolemy told Kyrillos.


“I don’t think my encouragement makes a whit of difference,” his friend replied, cheeks dimpling in a grin. “He has plenty of admirers. He’s already lain with a woman.”


The knot tightened in Ptolemy’s gut. He supposed it could be true. His forefather Ptolemy the Mother-Loving had wed his sister when he was eleven, and rumor had it he’d slept with her not long after.


“You can’t believe every rumor you hear,” Ptolemy said.


“It’s no rumor,” Kyrillos protested. “I heard it from the source—Ariston told me everything.”


“I don’t believe—. That’s not possible,” he answered. As though his words could amend the past. Maybe they could. Why should the past be other than how he said it was? Soon he’d control the whole kingdom, from the sea down to the Nile’s winding cataracts. The thought of his father’s death made his heart race. He should be grieved—he was grieved, he told himself. He was. But excitement lurked beneath the surface.


“Anyway, who would share Ariston’s bed?”


“A maid of his,” the boy went on, encouraged, “a pretty one who works at his father’s farms.”


A good lie. Once kindled, hard to stamp out. Ariston’s word against some slave’s a hundred stades away.


Ptolemy forced a laugh. “Yes, and I’ve fucked”—the word sounded stilted in his mouth—“every maid who ever tended me, from Ligea on down.”


“She was your wet nurse.”


“I jest. You’ll believe anything you hear,” he spat angrily. Ptolemy was sick of both of them: Kyrillos and his awestruck sighs, Ariston with his puffed-up chest. “My seed has value,” he added. “I’m a Ptolemy, not some drunken noble’s son. I can’t afford to sire kids on every willing slave.”


Discus clutched at his side, Ariston raced through the cypress grove. As he neared, he slowed to a trot and then a walk. A bead of sweat trickled down his brow. It caught in the crease of his lip before his tongue darted out to lick it away.


Kyrillos made eyes at the older boy as Ariston slumped against a tree. Ptolemy could read the meaning in their glances: Mind the prince’s temper.


He was supposed to be learning patience. His eunuch always nagged him about that. But instead, his anger tightened on a spring. His whole life required patience, patience, and he was sick of it. His first memories were of waiting. Waiting for his father to return to Egypt. Waiting for the Roman legions to crush his eldest sister’s wretched coup. Their hideout in Canopus had always smelled of honey. And his mother had filled it with promises too. You will be a prince again and I a queen, and both of us dressed in gold from head to toe. Just as soon as your father returns from Rome.


After two long years, his father did return. But the waiting stretched on. Back in Alexandria, Ptolemy had to endure lessons on Euripides and Plato before he could ride a horse and learn to shoot an arrow. And now he had to wait until his father’s last breath before he could become king.


“You want a try, then?” Ariston asked. He held the discus out. A peace offering. Ptolemy didn’t want it.


“Kings don’t waste their time with toys,” he replied. He saw himself try to fling the piece of metal and fail. He’d look like a fool. It took too long to get good at things, too many years of practice and patience.


“It’s not a waste of time. You can use these in battle,” the older boy continued earnestly.


“You plan to fight by hurling saucers? Might as well throw stones,” Ptolemy scoffed. “Remind me, when the day comes, that Kyrillos should lead my armies. You’ll be of no use.”


Ariston’s back stiffened against the tree trunk. His wide eyes knit together in a scowl. “And what weapon will you use, then?” he hissed. “I don’t see you tossing a javelin. Or is that not kingly enough for you either? That’s your excuse for everything: why you can’t fight, why you can’t toss, why you can’t fuck.”


He could fight and he could fuck. And he would prove it to his friends. Ptolemy eyed the discus; it looked far heavier than the ones they’d tossed on the practice fields. Even Ariston sagged under this one’s weight, and the older boy was almost twice his size. It didn’t matter. He’d show these boys he wasn’t afraid to play some dumb game.


“Give the discus to me.” He leapt to his feet and jabbed his hand in Ariston’s face. His friend reeled back in surprise, hands tightening on its gilded edges.


“The discus, give it. I want it.”


“I thought it wasn’t kingly enough for you,” Kyrillos, lazing on the grass, chimed in.


“I changed my mind,” Ptolemy said as he seized the discus with both hands. Ariston glowered, but he loosened his grip and begrudgingly let Ptolemy take the toy. His forearms bobbed under the weight of the thing, and he had to clench his fists to stop it from thudding to the grass. He wouldn’t be able to throw it far—he might not be able to throw it at all. He took slow, heavy breaths to stretch the seconds out. If he threw and failed—he’d never hear the end of it. Kyrillos cleared his throat in anticipation.


He had no choice. Ptolemy drew back his arm.


“My prince.”


A hand clasped his wrist. Ptolemy looked up to find Pothinus staring down at him. Relief flooded his body; he was spared the test.


He groaned, feigning irritation. “What is it, Pothinus?”


“Come with me.”


“But I was about to—”


“Now.”


Ptolemy thrust the discus back at Ariston. On its release, he felt light and airy, some great burden lifted. The feeling wouldn’t last—no doubt the eunuch meant to lead him back to his father’s sickbed.


“What is it?” Ptolemy asked again, once they’d emerged from under the crisscrossed branches of the cypress grove.


“Not here, too many prying ears.”


The two trod in silence past the rose bushes and the narcissus blooms, past the piping satyr statues and the spouting nymphs. And finally, when they reached his father’s favorite olive orchard, Pothinus gestured for him to sit on a lion-footed bench. Ptolemy slumped onto the stone. To his surprise, the eunuch joined him.


“Listen to me carefully,” Pothinus said, so softly that Ptolemy had to lean in to catch his words. “I’m about to tell you something important. And when I do, you are to weep.”


He glanced about the garden. It was empty. “But no one is watching.”


“You are a Ptolemy. You will be a king. Someone is always watching.”


He nodded.


“Your father is dead.”


Ptolemy blinked rapidly, but the tears refused to flow. He squeezed his eyes shut, pressing at the corners with his fists. Nothing. Finally, he choked out a sob and sunk his face into his hands.


“There, there, my prince.” The eunuch stroked his back. An imitation of compassion. “That does for now. By evening, the kingdom will know and fall to mourning. You must play the bereaved son, a reflection of their grief.”


His tutor continued, droning on about how his father’s body would be anointed and wrapped with white linens, with what solemnity Ptolemy and his siblings would lead the procession to the Sema amidst the throngs of weepers. But Ptolemy had already skipped on to the coronation: the diadem tied about his head and then, farther down the Nile, the double crown in Memphis.


“And when will I be crowned?”


The eunuch’s pale eyes narrowed. “Keep such thoughts to yourself. Don’t speak, unless it is to show how your voice quakes over your father’s death. You are the grieving son. Those should be the only words your subjects can say of you. Do you understand?”


Objections formed in Ptolemy’s mouth. He swallowed them. He’d play the bereaved son. He’d wait. Only for a little while longer.


On the steps to his chambers, Ptolemy caught a whiff of a familiar scent, rosewater mixed with myrrh. His mother must be waiting for him; she would have heard the news too. He quickened his pace, taking the stairs two by two, and then he spotted her beneath the archway to his rooms, ageless and perfect, every inch a goddess in mourning: head to toe in black, a golden hair clasp her only adornment. Her eyes, deep and dark, almost ominous, shone in her heart-shaped face.


As a boy in exile under Berenice’s rule, he’d built up a glorious picture of his father to match his mother’s idol. What a disappointment it had been when he’d seen the king in Alexandria, nothing but a diadem to hint at his divinity. Now the goddess swept toward him, so graceful that she seemed to float above the ground. She wrapped her waif’s arms about his waist.


“My sweet one,” his mother murmured as she pressed his head to her breast. His anger faded. He might have lingered there forever. Instead, he pulled away.


“Why do I have to wait here?” he demanded. “I should be in the royal atrium, making my mark as king.”


His mother cupped his face in her hands. “You will, my dear, in time. But the days after a king’s passing are delicate ones.”


“I don’t see what’s delicate. My father is dead; I’m his firstborn son.”


Her eyes dimmed. “You know, my sweet, I loved your father, but I’ve never understood his affections...” Her voice drifted off. “I have no wish to cause you pain.”


“It’s about Cleopatra, isn’t it?” he blurted out.


A sad smile spread across her lips. “You’re far too clever for me to keep anything hidden from you. Rumors swirl about the will your father sent to Rome.”


“What are people saying?”


“That it names your sister as the king’s successor.” She paused. “Don’t fret. Pothinus and I will deal with the gossipmongers; such scheming is beneath you. As long as your name appears as well, nothing else matters. Only a little more waiting, I promise.” She kissed his brow. “Tomorrow, at the funeral procession, you will establish yourself. Then you will make your mark as king.”


After his mother left, the hours slowed. He waited for a knock to rouse him to some new duties, but none came.


Even Briseis—his favorite maid—had been ordered to leave him alone. When she brought him watered wine and apricots, the girl breathed an apology in his ear. One of her dark curls brushed his cheek. Her breasts lingered against his shoulder. Every hair on his arm stood up in salute. And then she, too, was gone.


Once Ptolemy had sucked the pulp from the last apricot pit, he started to pace. The waiting wore at him. Why were both his eunuch and his own mother so determined to keep him sidelined? But this, too, grew tiresome. Resigned, he flopped down onto his bed.


“Ptolemy.” A child’s voice. He didn’t answer.


“Ptolemy,” his younger brother tried again.


“What is it?” Ptolemy mumbled into his pillow.


“Do you want to play a game?” Ptolemarion asked.


“No. I have other things to do.”


“You don’t look like you’re doing other things.”


Ptolemy pried his face from the cushion. His brother fidgeted in the doorway, the fingers of his left hand tugging at his right. The eight-year-old wiped his nose with the back of his hand, and Ptolemy noticed his brother’s eyes were red.


“Have you been crying?”


A twinge of jealousy. He wished he could summon tears. Or even feel pain at their father’s death. He should have thrown himself to the ground and spread silt over his face. Like Achilles over Patroclus’s murder: Overpowered in all his power, sprawled in the dust...tearing his hair, defiling it with his own hands. That would be the proper thing—to weep, to mourn. As the heroes did in their great tales.


“No,” Ptolemarion protested. “I haven’t.”


“You have.” Ptolemy sprung from his bed and approached the younger boy. He jabbed his finger at Ptolemarion’s tear-stained cheeks. His brother drew himself up high, but Ptolemarion’s head still only reached to Ptolemy’s chin.


“Pothinus told me it was right that I should weep.”


That needled him. Pothinus belonged to him—why should Pothinus advise his brother? It didn’t matter how Ptolemarion behaved. He wouldn’t rule. He didn’t need to perform for the crowds.


“What does that eunuch know?”


“He’s your tutor,” the boy objected.


“That doesn’t matter. I’m your older brother, and soon I’ll be your king.” He gave his brother his most withering glare. “What did you come here for anyway?”


“I told you. To play a game.” Ptolemarion’s voice was small. He opened his fist to reveal a clutch of knucklebones.


“I don’t have time for such childishness,” he answered coldly, kingly. “I have a thousand important matters to attend.”


But after his brother left, Ptolemy felt a pang of regret. Because—of course—he did have time for childishness. He had time for everything. The hours stretched onward until dinner and then into the night.


The next morning, as Briseis marked his face with soot, Ptolemy tried to summon up some emotion. The best he could manage, though, was a slight pang in his stomach. Just as likely indigestion as grief.


The eunuch entered and Briseis scurried away. Pothinus looked him up and down, appraising. “Do you remember that I told you the time would come for you to speak?”


Ptolemy nodded.


“After the will is read, the people will look to you. And no matter what is read, you are to say this: I, the eldest son of King Ptolemy, the New Dionysus, take up my father’s mantle and will bring Alexandria to glory. Can you remember to do that?”


“Of course I can. I’m not a dullard.”


But the eunuch still made him repeat the words back a half-dozen times before they set off. When they finally reached the outer courtyard, half of Alexandria had already gathered—a sea of somber mourning clothes and faces black with dirt.


The crowd opened and Pothinus prodded him onward. Ahead, Ptolemy spotted his father’s coffin hoisted by four black-tunicked guards. Cut from cedar and inlaid with gold, the coffin boasted a familiar frieze: the king loosed a throng of arrows at a hapless set of Persians. An odd choice, since Ptolemy was sure the king had never fired at an enemy in his life. Before he could ponder further, the eunuch yanked him into another position, then pushed him toward a third. But by the time Pothinus had left and the procession was passing through the palace gates, Ptolemy feared he had drifted into the wrong place. Somehow he and Ptolemarion were trailing his two sisters. He was sure the eunuch had said he should be in the lead.


The ranks of professional mourners wailed. They clawed their scarred faces and ripped their thin hair. The veiled dancers, too, had come out in full force. His father had loved these women. Faces shrouded in mystic gauze, they undulated in a despairing wave.


A sniffle broke through the crowd’s operatic cries. Ptolemy stole a glance at Ptolemarion. The boy was weeping, again. His own eyes remained dry as sand. Once more he tried—and failed—to muster tears. He surveyed the crowd—no one was watching him anyway. All eyes were drawn to his tear-streaked sisters.


His subjects’ attention should be on him. He was the heir. The knot of anger tightened in his chest. As the procession crossed the threshold to the Sema, he felt the eyes of his forefathers glaring from their tombs, ashamed. Ahead, Cleopatra approached the altar to anoint their father’s body with the last oils and unguents. The high priest chanted his magic words. His sister played her part with grace, her hands steady as she rubbed the corpse and then shaking when she threw herself to the floor in lamentation. And never once did she scrunch her nose at the stink of death. He hated her for that.


Outside, in the columned courtyard among the hordes, the mood had shifted. The plebes no longer bemoaned the passing of their king; instead, they jostled and cheered, solemnity destroyed. Pothinus had been wrong: how could he embody grief that wasn’t there? As the high priest emerged, Ptolemy was surprised to find the man shrunken and weary. Within the Sema he’d seemed like a force of nature. Now he looked like any other old man beleaguered by the light of day.


The priest gestured for Ptolemy and his siblings to gather on the temple steps. With a last burst of energy, he slammed his scepter against the marble until the crowd quieted. A fly buzzed loudly at Ptolemy’s ear. He fought the urge to bat it away. He didn’t imagine that would look very kinglike.


“There is another matter to attend,” the priest announced, his voice steady despite his other frailties. “The reading of the will of King Ptolemy, the New Dionysus, the Father-Loving, Brother-Loving God, who now rests among his illustrious ancestors.”


From the folds of his robes, the man produced a scroll. His eyes narrowed and his fingers trembled as he cracked the seal and unfurled its length. But then, regaining his composure, in a booming voice, he read: “On the occasion of my death, it is my decree that the rule of the Kingdom of Egypt will fall to my eldest daughter, Cleopatra—”


The blood pounded in Ptolemy’s ears. From every angle, eyes turned on him in disgust.


“—and my eldest son, Ptolemy. May they rule together with a single hand as their father and forefathers did before them.”


His shame should recede, but instead it threatened to explode.


“Should any man menace their rule, I lay it at Rome’s feet to set such matters right.”


Ptolemy scanned the throngs for a friendly face. Someone who might give him a hint of what to do, what to say. At last, he caught his mother’s gaze, a black mantle drawn over her head. In some other world, she might have been standing at his side, but his father had kept her in the background, worried a second queen might conspire against him as Berenice’s mother had. And so, after all these years, she remained no more than a concubine in the public eye. As long as your name appears as well, she mouthed. The order didn’t matter. Any fool knew that a king’s power outweighed a queen’s. Sons ruled, not daughters. He straightened his back. What was it that Pothinus had told him to say? No, the specifics didn’t matter—the time had come for him to address his people as their king—


A strident wail pierced the air. Some mourner gone off her cue. He searched the mob for the source, but every mouth was knit shut in shock. And then, not five paces off—there she was: Arsinoe, wildeyed and hair-torn. Her fingers clawed at her face and then reached for her throat. With a screech, she ripped her tunic to reveal her breasts. Her nails plowed red furrows into her flesh.
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SISTER



Arsinoe stood in front of the mirror. Her double—scarred, naked—stared back at her. Welts crisscrossed her breasts and thighs; only her face remained untouched. It thrilled her, the control that lurked beneath the guise of chaos. Even as she had torn her clothes and skin, as she had enacted rage—mourning—outside the Sema and deflected attention from her brother, as she had called upon the Furies themselves, she had heeded Cleopatra’s warning: Don’t mark your face. It does no good to destroy the gifts of the gods.


Already the skin on her chest had begun to mend, scabs receding under freshly woven flesh. Her body’s healing was an insult to the growing body of her dead: her nursemaid, Myrrine; her sister Berenice; the Piper. She’d killed them all. By visions or words, by her very thoughts—it made no difference. And while their forms rotted in the earth, her own pulsed with incurable life, her hurts healing in spite of her sins. For a moment, she had been transported—before a crowd of thousands she had wailed and wept and ripped at herself, but more than the sheer pain, it was the weight of so many eyes on her that stuck with her—the lustful, greedy eyes of men.


Clack, clack. A rapping at her door. Arsinoe jumped; quickly she tugged the linen shift over her head. She breathed to soothe the pounding in her chest—her thoughts shamed her. It was no time to dwell on the gazes of commoners.


The knock sounded again. Harder this time, demanding.


Cleopatra stood on the threshold; her eyes bled black with kohl. Depleted, she’d shed her royal regalia—and mourning colors too—for a simple cobalt chiton, and her hair hung loose and lifeless about her face. Arsinoe couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her sister so unkempt.


“Come in, my sweet,” she whispered, and Cleopatra stumbled forward. Arsinoe looped an arm beneath her sister’s and half walked, half carried Cleopatra to her bed before fetching a cloth and soaking it in the remnants of her morning’s bath. As she stroked her sister’s forehead, Arsinoe could find no words.


But they spilled from Cleopatra’s mouth: “How could we, Arsinoe? How could I? Three nights have passed since our father’s death, and I have not slept for even one of them.”


“I, too, am grieved,” Arsinoe answered.


“Yes, I saw at the funeral how you were overcome. The mob saw too—they delighted in it. I wish I could have clawed away my grief as well. But who am I to weep for him, to tear my hair and beat my breast when I—” Her sister’s voice caught. “And now I, his usurper, must try to sleep in his chambers, in the very bed—”


Arsinoe took Cleopatra’s hand. It was slick with sweat. “The blame is mine. My words drove you to act as you did, as you had to do.”


She needed to draw her sister out, to remind her of all the work that would be required in the days to come. But Cleopatra tossed her head violently back and forth against the pillow.


“You didn’t see him, you weren’t there. You didn’t sprinkle hemlock into his wine. You didn’t watch his trusting eyes as he drained the glass. You didn’t hear him call you my beloved nurse before the poison seized him. And now I am to weep for him. But I can’t. I can’t, Arsinoe.”


“Clea—” Arsinoe traced a rivulet down her sister’s cheek.


“I’ve been crying, yes.” She laughed, a harsh and strident sound. “I can hardly stop. But I don’t weep for our father. I weep for myself. And that’s the most worthless sort of weeping.”


“No one weeps for anyone but herself. That’s why we hire mourners.”


“Don’t be glib. I’m in earnest.”


“So am I. And no one cares why you wept, only that you did.” Arsinoe cupped Cleopatra’s chin and lifted her sister’s eyes to meet hers. “What matters now is how you will rule.”


That night they shared a bed as children do, cocooned in each other’s arms. But Arsinoe awoke to an empty mat; her sister must have risen with the dawn and returned to her own chambers. It was better that way, Arsinoe told herself. The palace needed a strong queen, not the distraught girl who’d curled against her the previous evening.


Still, it was hard to shake the sting of separation. When Arsinoe heard her door creak, she looked up eagerly for a reprieve—but it was not Cleopatra, only Eirene. Her maid plaited her hair with particular care: teasing the tangles from her curls with a silver comb and separating her locks into four equal parts, each twisted into a braid and collected in a clasp at the nape of her neck.


After she’d been dressed and primped to the servant’s satisfaction, Arsinoe descended to break her fast. Ever since her father’s return, she’d done this in the small lounge nestled beneath the nursery. There she found Ptolemarion perched on the edge of his divan, devouring what looked to be his third custard. As she passed, he smiled up at her with gap teeth. Spares. The word rose unbidden and lodged itself in her mind. With the heirs off coaxing nobles to their respective corners, she and Ptolemarion appeared more superfluous than ever. Arsinoe ignored her brother’s grin and sat herself as far away as she could.


As the servants went to fetch her food, Arsinoe traced the table’s inlay—the white-furred satyr’s thigh melted into the flesh of his stomach. Her life felt strangely still and sated. Small. She drummed her fingers against the cypress and waited for the slaves to serve her. If the newfound solitude bothered him, Ptolemarion showed little sign of it. While she pushed her food around her plate, he ate heartily, sopping up the last of his custard and cheese with the crust of a pastry.


The blessing of Ptolemy and Cleopatra’s union passed smoothly, with enough panache to satisfy even her father’s most dedicated revelers. Elephants dragged enormous wine casks through the streets as men and women swarmed to fill their goblets with the sweet vintage; jugglers and flamethrowers raced on lions along the lines, snatching up the occasional peasant child to join in their fun; the queen and king to be were borne in a golden carriage designed to match the one that Helios helmed to draw the sun across the sky. Dwarfed by these incumbent festivities, the ceremony itself felt somewhat inconsequential. Her sister and her brother echoed the priest’s words of duty and divinity, of marriage and rule. They watched dutifully as the heifer’s entrails were read, and rose with their hands bound by white ribbon.


At some point during the rites, Alexander appeared and squeezed in beside her. Arsinoe flushed at his nearness. For years he’d been her closest friend, the only one who’d stuck by her throughout Berenice’s reign. But here, crushed together in the crowd, she felt acutely aware of his new proportions: he was a man grown, or close enough, with a broad chest and hands that could almost span her waist. She banished those pesky thoughts. Whatever fluttering Alexander ignited was best quashed—if she were to wed, her groom would be some Cappadocian king promising ten thousand archers or a Judean prince pledging access to a new trade route. The bastard son of a local nobleman, Alexander offered no such prizes. She must think of him only as her girlhood companion, never anything more.


Eager for distraction, Arsinoe fixed her eyes on Cleopatra, descending the sanctum steps. She appeared to have set aside whatever demons haunted her and performed her new role with ease. Her gown evoked Isis; her skin glowed like bright copper against the pale linen. Her hair was plaited into a bun; the white diadem of rule swept any remaining strands from her brow. She walked with her chin held high, like a goddess.


“Jealous?” A hot whisper on her neck. Alexander.


“No,” she hissed back. “Joyous.”


Jealous. The word stuck in her head. Jealous? Of Cleopatra? For marrying Ptolemy? Certainly not for that. And why should she wish to be queen? She wasn’t in love with death nor consumed by a desire to taunt the Fates. She’d witnessed enough bloody ends for enough bloody kings. Far better to sit beside the throne than upon it.


Arsinoe pitied Ptolemy as he trudged alongside the queen. Cleopatra’s poise made their brother’s fumbling all the more pathetic. He tripped on the final step, and for a moment he looked as though he might fall on his face. His stumble loosed the knot of his diadem, and after that, he kept fussing with it in an attempt to set the ribbon straight. Watching him, one could not help but doubt the gods—how could they have chosen him? It sickened her that—of all the Piper’s children—he should be the one to stand at Cleopatra’s side, all for that bit of flesh between his legs. She closed her eyes and let such thoughts fade away. It did no good to dwell on them.


As the procession followed the king and queen into the outer courtyard, Alexander stuck close to her, like acacia gum on her skin. It was impossible not to feel his every move, every breath, the way his arms swung as he walked, the way he drummed his pinkie against his thumb. As they climbed down the hill’s winding steps, his fingers brushed against her thigh and then sprung away, frightened creatures that they were. She chided herself—she was no better. Her skin tingled where it had met his flesh. Her awareness of his body was excruciating. His very nearness eroded her power of thought.


She could smell the palace before she could see it, the piquant scent of meat wafting on the breeze. There was something tantalizing in the odor’s earthiness, nothing like the sickly incense that stank up the temple grounds. The crowd reveled in it too—each face marked by longing for the scrumptious feast that awaited the royal beneficiaries: the partridge and crane and wild boar. A memory flickered: hunger gnawing at her belly, one set of fingers wrapping about a bone as the other reached to steal a handful of nuts. An idea dawned: Cleopatra should offer a feast to the poor.


Determined to catch her sister before the banquet, Arsinoe snuck off from Alexander as they passed into the first courtyard, lit with myrrh to greet the newlyweds on their return. She was halfway across the Sisters’ Courtyard before she realized her mistake: Cleopatra had already taken up her father’s rooms and residence. That much ran in their favor: despite his weasling, Theodotus hadn’t managed to secure Ptolemy that prize.


Arsinoe hurried back toward the royal apartments, where she found some dozen sentinels milling outside. As she moved toward the double doors, a stocky guard blocked her entrance, axe drawn across his chest.


“I am sister to the Father-Loving Goddess,” she said, invoking Cleopatra’s coronation name. “You will let me pass.”


“The queen said to admit no one,” he answered in a thick Upper Lander accent.


Arsinoe looked from one dark set of eyes to the next. She recognized no one until she reached the man at the far end of the group: Apollodorus. Sun-darkened and barrel-chested, he stood half a head higher than any of the others. Something between an advisor and a bodyguard, he had wormed his way deep into Cleopatra’s trust.


“Apollodorus,” she addressed him. “Tell him to let me pass.”


“I can’t, my princess. What he says is true.”


There was an edge to his tone. He enjoyed this, denying her request. As Arsinoe pondered her next move, the doors creaked open, and her sister’s Egyptian handmaiden ushered her inside.


The chambers had transformed since her father’s death, their spirits somehow revived. The heavy curtains were all cast open and the first antechamber was swathed with white light. The whole apartment gleamed—even the Ariadne fresco looked brighter than ever; the woman’s amethyst-cut eyes glinted as readily as real ones. Ariadne the cat, a transplant from her sister’s rooms, brushed up against Arsinoe.


“Arsinoe, my sweet.” Cleopatra leapt up from the divan. Her face was flushed; the heavy makeup had melted in the afternoon sun, and when she wiped her brow, gobs of it smeared off on her handkerchief. “Tell me, what did you make of the ceremony? You’ve seen more queens wed than I.”


Arsinoe didn’t want to recount either of Berenice’s marriages—the violent first husband whose death her eldest sister had procured or the second who had been cut down by her father’s troops. Those tales would only dampen Cleopatra’s mood.


“I would say it was a great success. You heard the crowd roar as clearly as I did. Unless you’ve grown deaf in your advancing years,” she teased.


“They did roar.” Her sister smiled, but then she gave a small, sad shrug. “Though they roared for Ptolemy too.”


“They were roaring for you, not our brother. He looked like a fool.” Arsinoe had lowered her voice. She couldn’t be sure who might be listening. The maid readying her sister’s bath certainly seemed to be straining her ears.


“No more a fool than I do,” Cleopatra replied, gesturing to the diadem, the heavy paint on her cheeks and lips.


“Of course he did. Did you see how he almost lost his ribbon? Theodotus couldn’t have been pleased by that.”


Cleopatra laughed gaily. Anxiety sated, her sister was in buoyant spirits, pleasing and easy to please.


The handmaiden loosened the golden clasp from Cleopatra’s hair. Her braids flopped down with a thud against her shoulders. Up close, Arsinoe could see how slick they were, heavy with oil.


“I know what you’re thinking.” Cleopatra had assumed a tone of mock gravity.


“What’s that, I wonder?”


“You’re thinking”—her sister pursed her lips in thought—“that I resemble nothing so much as Medusa.”


Arsinoe forced a chuckle. “You looked lovely when you were blessed, and you will look lovely at tonight’s feast.”


As if on cue, the servant tugged the dressing robe off Cleopatra’s shoulder. Standing naked before Arsinoe, she did look formidable. Though Cleopatra was only a few inches taller, there was a solidity to her that Arsinoe herself lacked.


“You flatter me, my sweet. Tell me, why have you come? Not that I don’t always welcome your company, but you, too, must dress for the night’s festivities.” Cleopatra dipped a toe into the silver basin, sending the surface into fleeing spirals.


Arsinoe glanced down at her violet tunic. Dark, it kept her secrets: the sweat and incense stains that came with overuse. Her clothes were fine enough, but their father’s richest gifts had always fallen to Cleopatra. Arsinoe couldn’t hope to match her sister’s costumes in number or in quality. “These robes suit me. I don’t need to change them. But you know me too well. There’s another matter. I beg a favor.”


“What is it, my dear?” Cleopatra lowered herself into the tub, heat billowing off the water in great swirls of steam.


“You should make an offering to mark your rule.”


“I believe Serapis has already enjoyed his fair share of my meats. But is there some other deity I’ve offended?” Cleopatra gave a playful smile as she leaned her back against the silver.


“No, not to the gods—but to the people of Alexandria. All day they’ve breathed in the enticing scents rising from the palace. Slaughter a few dozen more heifers from the great herd, and let the poor eat and drink to your victory as well. I can’t tell you how much it will mean to the small folk of the city.” She did not add: Because I was one of them once. She didn’t speak of her days on the streets: not to Cleopatra, not even to Alexander. Years ago, she’d mentioned Little Ajax, the boy she’d taken under her wing in the catacombs, to Ganymedes, and the eunuch reprimanded her so soundly that she’d never brought it up again.


“That is an idea,” her sister said, considering before seizing on the notion. “Why not? I shall do it. But you must promise to go change your clothes. You’re beloved sister to the queen! You must dress as befits your status.”


“I—I do not know what else I might wear,” Arsinoe mumbled.


“It’s a good thing, then, that there are others who take care of such matters for you, dear one. Go to your chambers, and you will find something appropriate.”


“And you—”


“Yes, and I will accede to your softheartedness and tell Apollodorus to slaughter some thirty heifers to feed the poor meat far richer than they deserve.”


“It’s not softheartedness—”


“I know it’s not.” Cleopatra’s tone turned serious. “You want my subjects to love me as you do. I’m grateful for that.”


Back in her own rooms, Arsinoe found the present: a crimson garment stretched as a drunken lover over the divan. She traced a finger along the golden embroidery of the hemline: the shimmer of Artemis’s miniature bow, the jaw of the howling hound.


Eirene cooed over the gift as well, admiring the fineness of the fabric and the size of the stitches. Though Arsinoe had planned to dress quickly, the maid practically insisted on Arsinoe bathing before donning such finery.


“Tell me, Eirene,” Arsinoe said as she stepped into the basin, “what did you think of the crowning?”


“I didn’t attend, my princess,” the servant answered, gaze lowered. “My duties were in the palace.”


“Of course,” she sighed. “But tell me—what happened here? What did the servants whisper?”


“You’d turn me into quite a gossip if you had your way.” Eirene giggled. The maid scoured harder at her shoulder; Arsinoe leaned into the rough scrub of the cloth.


“It isn’t gossip if it’s the truth.”


“I suppose there’s little enough harm in telling. A few spoke of how the entrails boded well. And, as ever when a king dies, some are eager for the change.”


Eirene was diplomatic; Arsinoe would admire the quality if it weren’t so infuriating.


“What sorts of change? What rumors circulate about the end of my father’s reign?”


“I haven’t heard a breath of rumor here,” the serving girl replied. “Merely that he was an old man, and an ill one.”


“He was, Eirene,” she said, imbuing her voice with as much sadness as she could muster. “He was.”


Clad in her new robe, her hair curled and crowned upon her head, her lips and eyes painted in vivid red and black, Arsinoe hurried across the great courtyard. Her preparations had taken longer than she had imagined, and she suspected the feast had already begun. A small part of her admitted that the effort was worth it—if only to see Alexander’s eyes drink in her form, listen as his tongue grew muddled when he greeted her. She pushed the thought from her mind—foolishness. The evening belonged to Cleopatra, not to her.


At the entrance to the banquet hall, she paused: each of the tables had been polished until their surfaces shone like mirrors, and the tapestries glistened, basking in the light of the oil lamps, every speck of dust beaten from the cloths. This, she thought, was true power. Cleopatra had willed all this into being: from the rich meats and opulent sauces to the fresh-minted plates. The lesser nobles—a sea of blues and wines and saffrons—had started to arrange themselves about the lower tables, slumping into the couches, licking the juice from chicken giblets off their fingers and helping themselves to trays of Damascus plums.


Set some dozen feet above the fray, the high table—the queen’s table—was ringed by a dozen divans of varying sizes, golden legs sprawling from beneath violet cushions. As she approached, Arsinoe recognized the eldest son of Artemon, the patriarch of one of Alexandria’s most prominent families—though she couldn’t recall the youth’s name. She did remember that he was a consummate drunk, though, and his fingers were already twined around his first—or fifth—goblet of wine. No matter how great a lineage, how strong its seed, it still yielded men like him, content to rot away their forefathers’ glory.


Two unwelcome faces greeted her as well. One, stern with a closely clipped beard, belonged to Alexander’s father. He shared his son’s gray-green eyes but little else. Though she’d known Dioscorides since before she could toddle, she’d rarely heard him speak of Alexander—men were peculiar about their baseborn children, even ones they permitted in court—and it always made her wonder what else the man didn’t mention in polite company. Now he was engaged in a heated conversation with Theodotus, which died down as she approached.


The rhetoric tutor leaned closer to make out Dioscorides’s words and then spun around to stare at her with his left eye; his right, nearly occluded by his bushy brow, drooped off to the side. Such deformities usually left their bearers shunned—cursed by the gods, the common folk would mutter freely, and many scholars too, though they’d be loath to admit it. The fact that this unheralded man from Chios had flouted such whispers to rise high in her father’s court spoke to admirable talents of persuasion. The very talents that made Arsinoe wary of him.


“My princess,” Theodotus said. “What a lovely picture your brother and sister make as king and queen.”


“Lovely indeed,” she echoed.


Arsinoe chose the divan beside the flushed nobleman, who belched loudly as she settled into her seat. So be it. She’d take the young wastrel over that treacherous pair. And—who knew—her lot could yet improve. Not all of her father’s advisors were insufferable. She rather liked Serapion: barely thirty, he was the youngest of the Piper’s councillors, and he’d only come to power after Berenice’s death. On good days, she felt toward him as she might toward an uncle.


“How does your father?” she asked her dining partner.


“Well enough,” he answered too loudly for their close quarters. He was even drunker than she’d thought. “Heartier than you’d expect for a man of his years.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” she replied, ignoring the bitterness in his voice. Anyone so much as passing through Alexandria knew how keenly he awaited his father’s death—and the hefty sum of silver talents it would bring.


She caught sight of Serapion’s fiery hair as he made his way toward the high table. Wearing a low-girdled blue tunic cut from fine Chinese silk, he grinned at her as he approached, a welcome change in mood. She was in luck. But Theodotus flagged him down, pulling the younger man into yet another debate over the benefits of an early wheat harvest, the merits of which practice now consumed the court. The Persians, it was said, had applied the method with astounding success, nearly doubling their yield in poorly irrigated seasons.


Weary of those well-trodden arguments, Arsinoe tried to catch snippets of conversations from farther-flung clusters. Perhaps those at a greater distance from the royal dais might be looser with their tongues. The din stymied her—it was too noisy to make out more than a few scattered words, nothing of any use. Elephant came up often enough, so evidently the wine-lugging beasts had made an impression. After a time, she gave up. She leaned back on her cushions and let the clamor wash over her, the sounds of half a thousand men clinking goblets and tapping cutlery. As she glanced around, she spotted a few revelers—Romans, she suspected—slipping a bejeweled spoon or another trinket into their satchels. She smiled at the naive thievery—the guests would be sent home with the cutlery and the golden plates pressed with the images of Cleopatra and Ptolemy. Some revelers would even find a slave or two thrown in.


The chatter dimmed, and a few stray phrases broke through: I’m famished, quiet, the queen. Her sister stood silhouetted against the central archway. Cleopatra tarried to let the room soak in her presence: her robe shimmered like liquid gold; her arms, her neck, her ears all dripped with pearls and precious gems; the white diadem that cut across her coiffed tresses completed the effect. Somehow her sister managed to appear both older and younger than her eighteen years. Her face retained traces of a girl’s roundness, but her eyes sparkled with wisdom and her breasts and hips were lush and full, the body of a woman. The Piper’s dying had dragged out for so long that even Arsinoe had forgotten the sheer power, the otherworldly radiance of a hale ruler.
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